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FROM BOOKS TO MOOCS: ON BECOMING THE COURSE
LIBRARIAN FOR A MASSIVE OPEN ONLINE COURSE
JENNIFER STOUT
In the summer of 2014, Virginia Commonwealth
University (VCU), a large, public research university,
developed a MOOC (massive open online course) version of
UNIV 200: Inquiry and the Craft of Argument, a required
sophomore-level research and writing course. This MOOC
provided spots for 120 tuition-paying students taking the course
for credit, who were broken into cohorts capped at 20 students
each, with a faculty instructor leading (and grading) each
cohort. Additionally, there were unlimited open spots for the
general public who could participate in the MOOC for free. Of
the 120 students who originally registered, 19 dropped, 17
withdrew, and 16 failed, which means that 68 students passed
the course—a percentage not unusual for previous online
iterations of UNIV 200. The number of open participants is
more difficult to measure, but around 30 non-VCU affiliates
created blogs that were syndicated to http://thoughtvectors.net,
the website that served as the MOOC’s home base, and over
250 open participants used the MOOC hashtag,
“#thoughtvectors”, on Twitter at least twice.
UNIV 200 is taught through the Department of
Focused Inquiry, a department that includes a first year
experience component, coursework focused on general
education core competencies, and serves to introduce students
to college-level research and writing. I serve as the primary
liaison to the Department of Focused Inquiry. In addition to
teaching library classes for them, I sit on their curriculum
committee and information literacy committee, and attend
faculty meetings.
UNIV 200 focuses heavily on three of VCU’s core
competencies: writing proficiency, critical thinking, and
information literacy. UNIV 200 is one of VCU Libraries’
“biggest customers.” The Teaching and Learning department
teaches about 70 library classes for UNIV 200 per semester,
mostly one-shots, but occasionally second sessions as well.

As the primary liaison to UNIV 200, I was invited to
participate as the “course librarian” for the MOOC. Typically,
I teach library classes for 25-30 sections of UNIV 200 per
semester. These classes usually meet in one of the library
classrooms and I cover anything from research question
development to keyword development to using the library
search tool and Google Scholar to find resources. The UNIV
200 MOOC provided a unique challenge for me: how to instruct
more than 100 participants, both VCU students and nonaffiliates, whom I may never interact with face-to-face.
In order to communicate with the MOOC participants,
I created a blog, http://rampages.us/guardianlibrarian/, where I
wrote about library research broadly. My goal was to reach as
many participants as possible. Additionally, I created a Twitter
account, where I was available to answer research and library
questions, although I was only asked one question over Twitter
during the MOOC. I also participated in a Google Hangout with
the MOOC instructors and another librarian in which we
discussed academic research. Students were not presenters in
this Hangout, but they could watch it live or watch an archived
version of it.
One of the best takeaways from being involved in the
MOOC was that I was able to see the student research process
from start to finish. MOOC participants were required to blog
weekly about their research: everything from picking a research
topic to posting the final project online (indeed, the final
projects were meant to be “born” and “live” online, whether in
the form of a website, tumblr, blog entry with multimedia, etc).
As a librarian who primarily teaches one-shot sessions, I rarely
see students more than once in a semester. Being privy to their
struggles and triumphs as they explored their topics was
invaluable. Since the MOOC was conducted online, there is
now an archive of student work to refer to.
Another positive takeaway from this experience is that
I was able to build relationships with the other faculty involved

-FROM BOOKS TO MOOCS: ON BECOMING THE COURSE LIBRARIAN…-

LOEX-2015

235

with this MOOC. This was the first time that VCU has offered
a MOOC, so it was an honor to be asked to participate and there
was also a sense that we were exploring and learning things
together since many of the faculty involved had never
participated in, let alone created, a MOOC before. Being able
to work together on a project of this size and making
connections across departments was a very positive
development for the Teaching and Learning department.

Some of these issues were the result of the MOOC
being created very quickly, leaving little time to plan and
prepare. The MOOC was meant to be a pilot, and even an
experiment of sorts. The attitude was one of jumping in and
seeing what happens rather than overthinking every aspect of
the MOOC. In many ways, this was a good way to approach a
project never attempted at VCU before. On the other hand, lack
of planning led to the issues outlined above.

However, the MOOC had its negatives as well. The
sheer volume of information created by MOOC participants
was overwhelming. With more than 100 participants blogging
an average of once a week, plus commenting on others’ blog
posts and tweeting daily, it was impossible to read everything
the participants posted, let alone offer targeted, individual
research help. I know that the faculty would have preferred me
to read all the participants’ blog entries and offer insight into
their research, but there simply was too much for one person to
read, absorb, and respond to. A colleague was able to help me
read and respond to a few blog posts, but ideally there would
have been one librarian focusing on each cohort.

I do not anticipate that UNIV 200 will be offered in
MOOC form again in the near future. However, hybrid (part
online, part in-person) sections of UNIV 200 will be offered in
Fall 2015. Additionally, multimodal composition is becoming
a greater focus in UNIV 200 and the classes that precede it. The
use of blogs, social media, and multimedia incorporated into
research and writing assignments will continue to grow in this
department. Indeed, the latest version of VCU’s Quality
Enhancement Plan highlights digital fluency as a student
learning outcome.

Another challenge was making my presence known to
the participants. I tried to make myself as available as possible
by routinely reminding participants on my blog that I was
always available to help them and by asking the faculty teaching
the MOOC to remind students in their cohort that I was
available for consultations. However, only one student
contacted me for a consultation. Despite my efforts, I often felt
invisible to the participants.
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From my perspective, this massive open online course
was an important experiment that will usher in an era of
multimodality and digital engagement at Virginia
Commonwealth University.
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